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Coping has often been described by the researchers as the strategies
people bring to situations which enable them to deal with stress more effectively,
recover faster, and experience fewer or less intense symptoms upon exposure to
stressors. The antecedent of coping, stress, has often been the foundation or
starting point that social scientists have used to examine how individuals adjust
to difficult or stressful situations. ^ The literature in general indicates that gender,
age, socioeconomic status, race, and personality factors are variables which
tend to influence the way an individual copes.
Historically, the primary focus of coping research has been to
examine the effects that stress has on an individual, either physically or
psychologically. Researchers have argued that stress should be defined in terms
of the presenting situation, the personal meaning attached to the situation, and
the individual attempts to control and master the situation.^
One particular stressful situation that has interested researchers over the
years has been higher education, from undergraduate to graduate. During this
^ John Jung and Hari Krishan Khalsa, “The Relationship of Daily Hassles,
Social Support, and Coping in Black and White Students," Journal of General
Psychology 116 (1991): 403.
' Ibid., 404. 1
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time it has been well documented that students must learn to cope with a variety
of stressors. ^
The type of program that a student selects can also play a significant role
in the amount of stress experienced and coping strategy utilized. Among the
graduate programs, research has suggested that the Master of Social Work
(MSW) programs have provided its students with a considerable amount of
stress." However, Master of Social Work students not only meet the challenges
of their demanding programs, but also develop coping strategies which enable
them to exceed both academically and professionally.
Statement of the Problem
Stress and coping among undergraduates on college campuses has been
of much interest to researchers for many years. However, in todays’ society,
there is a growing proportion of vocations and occupations which require
graduate or professional school training. This fact coupled with changes in the
economy , including the downsizing of many businesses, has resulted in many
colleges and universities seeing an influx of students returning for education
^ Wanda E. Gill, Stress on the College Campus. Paper presented at a
workshop by George Washington University graduate students, Maryland,
1985, Dialog, ERIC, ED 256 278.
" Carlton E. Munson, “Stress among Graduate Social Work Students : An
Empirical Study,” Journal of Education for Social Work 20 (1984) ;20-29.
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beyond the bachelors’ degree. ® Already the subjects of most of the research on
coping, undergraduates returning to campuses find themselves taxed with
additional stressors in their new role as graduates students. Not coincidentally,
graduate students are among the most highly stressed populations on campus.
They are in a situation where perhaps their entire future may be dependent on
how well they do. In addition to maintaining academic standards, they must often
be able to balance job and/or family responsibilities with peer relationships. ®
Graduate students also undergo a significant amount of stress when
faced with the completion of a thesis or exit examinations as part of their
program requirements. Among the many graduate programs, the Master of
Social Work program has proven to be most challenging. Students in this field
have been known to juggle classroom, family, and field practicum requirements
simultaneously. In fact, recent studies have been conducted to determine stress
levels of part-time and full-time social work programs on MSW students. ^
Comparisons have also been made between working and non-working students.
There has been studies concerning the multiple roles, stress and well-being
among MSW students. Overall, it has been well established that the Master of
^ P. A. Dyke , “Graduate Student Management of Family and Academic
Roles,” Family Relations. 36 (1987): 329.
®lbid
^ Helen Kramer, “Comparative Stress Levels in Part-time and Full-Time
Social Work Programs,” Journal of Social Work Education 23 (1987): 74-80.
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Social Work programs are comprised of masters students undergoing varying
amounts of stress.® However, there has been a lack of research concerning
coping strategies that MSW students utilize.
Recent research on coping has suggested that individuals cope using
three primary strategies. ® One strategy, problem-solving, involves actively
applying problem-solving skills to presenting stressors. A second coping
strategy , seeking social support, applies to the behavior of seeking out others
in order to adjust to stressful situations. Both problem-solving and seeking social
support have been found to be positive methods of coping. The third strategy,
avoidance, which involves a passive resistance to a problem, has been found to
be a negative way of coping. It is therefore the researchers’ position to identify to
what extent has MSW students coped using social support, problem solving ,
and avoidance.
®Anne E. Fortune, “Multiple Roles, Stress and Well-Being among MSW
students,’’ Journal of Social Work Education 3 (1987): 81-90.
®John Jung and Hari Krishan Khalsa, “The Relationship of Daily Hassles,
Social Support, and Coping in Black and White Students,’’ Journal of General
Psychology 116 (1991): 400 - 408
Purpose/Sianificance of The Study
The purpose of this study is to investigate the form of coping strategies
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used by first and second year MSW students. This study will also attempt to
identify whether MSW students cope using the strategies of social support,
problem solving or avoidance. Differences in coping strategies among first and
second year students will also be researched. The exploration of these variables
should provide faculty and students with a basis of how this unique population
adjusts to stress.
The rational for such a study is that the inability of the MSW student to
use positive coping strategies, such as problem solving and social support, can
interfere with the student’s ability to take full advantage of their educational
situations. This area of research is important to the researcher because it
addressees coping and MSW students on a theoretical basis that has not been
discussed a great deal in the research.
Data derived from this study should enable social work educators to
identify those strategies that are directly related with the graduate experience
and assist students in the utilization of positive coping strategies. This study
should also be significant to social work research in that it will provide new
knowledge in the area of coping and MSW students where there previously has
been none.
6
This study will address the following research questions ;
1 To what extent has first and second year MSW students coped using
problem solving , social support, and avoidance ?
2. Are there any differences in the coping strategies used by first and
second year MSW students ?
CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Throughout the literature on stress, definitions of coping have developed
primarily out of three theories ; ego process theory, personality trait theory, and
situation oriented theory.
Theoretical Considerations
According to the ego process theory coping is defined as “cognitive
mechanisms whose main functions are defensive (distorting reality ) and emotion
focused or oriented towards tension reduction” ^ . Researchers who have taken
this approach when examining coping have typically arranged ego processes at
the top of the hierarchical system with the most primitive forms of ego processes
at the bottom ^. This theoretically based definition of coping has been criticized
because it places ego processes on an evaluative dimension. The ego process
theory has also been criticized because it only addresses emotional equilibrium
and does not include problem solving functions.^
’ K.A. Holroyd, Handbook of Stress-Theoretical and Clinical Aspects
(New York ; The Free Press, 1982), 54.
^K. Menninger, The Vital Balance (New York: Viking, 1980) , 264-270.
^Susan Folkman, Wavs of Cooing : A Process Measure. Paper
presented at the meeting of the American Psychological Association. Los
Angeles, California., 23-26 June 1980, ERIC 230 235.
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A second way in which coping has been conceptualized in the literature
is in terms of personality traits. According to this theory , personality traits are
characteristics or attributes of the individual which tend to be stable over time
and consistent across situations. Researchers who have examined coping in
terms of personality traits define coping as “properties of an individual which
predispose him to react a certain way”Some examples of personality traits
which have been identified as coping strategies include : repression
sensitization and avoidance
As mentioned above, personality theory definitions of coping are based
on the assumption that certain traits predispose a person to behave consistently
across situations. Because of its unidimensional approach, this theory has come
under much attack by research which has identified coping as a complex,
multidimensional process. ^ Moos provided evidence for a multidimensional
''Susan Folkman and Richard Lazarus, Stress Appraisal and Cooing ,
(New York : Spring Publishing Company, 1984) ,123.
® Ibid., 127
®James Roger, Repression-sensitization as a central construct in cooing
research. (Washington D.C. : Hemisphere., 1982), 58.
^ Rodolf Moos, Handbook of Clinical Health Psychology. (New York :
Plenum., 1982) ,10.
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approach to studying coping when he examined coping and physical illness.
The results of this research indicated that patients must deal with many sources
of stress, such as pain and incapacitation and use a number of coping
strategies to deal with this stress. ® Folkman and Lazarus also contested the trait
definition by suggesting that coping is a “ shifting process” in which a person
uses different coping strategies as the status of the situation changes. ®
However the strongest argument against a personality trait definition of
coping has been posed by researchers who have examined coping from a
situation oriented perspective. Within this framework, coping is conceptualized
as specific behaviors which are elicited by the demands of a specific stressful
situation such as, seeking information about the disease in response to physical
illness, or maintaining self esteem while taking a stressful exam. In these
studies, the coping strategies used by the individual are specifically related to
the type of stressor. Although the situation oriented approach has attempted to
®Rodolf Moos, Coping with physical Illness. (New York; Plenum., 1977),
15-20.
®Susan Folkman and Richard Lazarus, Stress Appraisal and Cooing ,
(New York : Spring Publishing Company, 1984) ,142.
Susan Folkman and Richard Lazarus," If it changes it must be a
process: Study of emotion and coping during three stages of a college
examination". Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 48 (1985): 150-
170.
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provide a description of how people cope, researchers have cautioned that it
alone cannot explain the coping process.’^
In an attempt to formulate a comprehensive definition of coping, a process
approach has been developed through the work of Lazarus and others.These
researchers have defined coping as: “constantly changing cognitive and
behavioral efforts to manage specific external and or internal demands that are
appraised as taxing or exceed the resources of the individual. There are two
key features of this definition. First it is process oriented, meaning that it focuses
on what the person actually thinks and does in a specific stressful encounter,
and how this changes as the encounter unfolds. Second, coping is viewed as
contextual, that is, influenced by the person’s appraisal of the actual demands in
the encounter and resources for managing them.
Within this framework, coping is reported as falling under two categories ;
(1) problem-focused coping, which serves to manage or alter the stress and (2)
emotion focused coping which serves to reduce emotional distress. Based on
their findings and evidence, Folkman and Lazarus concluded that both emotion-
focused and problem-focused strategies are used mostly in all stressful
"Ibid., 169.
Susan Folkman and Richard Lazarus, Stress Appraisal and Coping ,
(New York ; Spring Publishing Company, 1984); 117.
’^Ibid., 122.
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situations; and that the use of these strategies are influenced by how the
individual appraises the situation. For example, in their investigation of coping
strategies used by 100 middle aged men and women, Folkman and Lazarus
found that emotion focused coping strategies were used most often in situations
which were appraised as requiring acceptance. Problem focused strategies,
on the other hand, were used most often in situations which the individual
appraised as amenable to change.
Folkman and Lazarus defined appraisal as : “the cognitive process
through which an event is evaluated with respect to what is at stake (primary
appraisal) and what coping resources and options are available (secondary
appraisal). Folkman and Lazarus also suggested that situations can be
appraised in terms of; (1) harm-loss, involving damage that has already
occurred ; (2) threat, involving anticipated harm or loss ; and (3) challenge,
involving anticipation of potential mastery or gain . Thus a person’s choice of
coping strategies when faced with a stressful situation is influenced by how he
’Ibid., 121-125.
’®Susan Folkman and Richard Lazarus , "An analysis of coping in a
middle-age community sample". Journal of Personality and Social Psychology.
21, (1984); 219-239.
’®Susan Folkman and Richard Lazarus, Stress Appraisal and Cooing ,
(New York : Spring Publishing Company, 1984): 30-35.
’'Ibid.,40.
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perceives/appraises the situation. Overall, most approaches to coping
distinguish between strategies that are active in nature and oriented toward
confronting the problem, and strategies that entail an effort to reduce tension by
avoiding the problem.
Related Research
Most of the research on coping has suggested that avoidance is a
negative coping strategy. In studies of health consequences of coping
strategies, avoidance coping has shown a positive association with
psychological distress. For example, among 100 lawyers who experienced life
stress, Kobasa found that those who used more avoidance coping strategies
showed more symptoms of psychological and physical strain. Furthermore ,
avoidance coping strategies have been found to exacerbate stress in the areas
of marriage and parenting. Menaghan tried to explain this phenomenon by
’®Charles Hoahan and Rudolf Moos, “Personal and Contexual
Determinants of Coping Strategies”, Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology 52 (1987): 947.
’®Suzanne C. Kobasa. “Commitment and coping in stress resistance
among lawyers”. Journal of Personality and Social Psychiatry , 42 (1982), 707-
717.
L. Pearlin and C. Schooler, “The structure of coping”. Journal of Health
and Social Behavior, 19 (1978); 655-658.
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suggesting that efforts to manage unpleasant feelings by resignation and
withdrawal actually increase distress and thus amplify future problems.
Among the variables utilized in studies on coping are social support and
demographics that have included age, socioeconomic status, gender, and race.
Social Support
Social resources have been positively associated with physical and
mental health because they provide emotional support, tangible assistance, and
informational guidance. In this regard, persons with more social resources are
less likely to use the avoidance coping strategies. For example, in a study of 50
hospital patients, Cronkite and Moos found that women who lack family support
are more prone to engage in avoidance coping.In turn, the use of avoidance
coping has been linked to more family conflict. Moreover, individuals in
supportive families have been found to engage in more problem-focused coping
and less avoidance coping than individuals in less supportive families. Overall,
^’E.G. Menagham, “Individual coping efforts : Moderators of the
relationship between life stress and mental health outcomes”. Psychosocial
stress trends in theory and research. (1983). 192.
^^Karen Heller, "Social Networks, perceived social support, and coping
with stress". Preventative Psychology , (1983) ;24-28.
^^Rudolf Moos, “The role of predisposing and moderating factors in the
stress-illness relationship”, Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 25 (1985)
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those who receive more social support seem to be less impaired by stressors^'*.
Some researchers have found this benefit to be greater for high-stress situations
and minimal for low stress situations, a contention known as the buffering
hypothesis.^® Other researchers, however, have found that social support has a
main benefit in the reduction of stress.^®
Demographic Characteristics
Many researchers have hypothesized that demographic characteristics
such as age, gender, socioeconomic status, and race, may play a role in
determining how an individual copes with different stressors.
Ilfeld investigated the coping styles of 2,299 Chicago adults between the
ages of 18-64. The results of this study indicated that with increased age, the
use of more emotion-focused coping strategies was likely. In a similar study
^''A. Billings and Rudolf Moos, “Family environments and adaptation”,
American Journal of Family Therapy 10 (1982): 26-28.
^^Barbara R. Sarason, “interrelations of Social Support Measures”,
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 52 (1987): 814.
^®John Jung, "The relationship of worrying, coping, and symptoms among
college men and women" Journal of General Psychology. (1992): 139-148
^^Frederic W. Ilfeld, “Coping Styles of Chicago Adults” Journal of Human
Stress 6 (1980): 2-10.
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that investigated the coping strategies used by adults entering treatment for
unipolar depression, Billings and Moos found that within a homogenous group
of men and women with a mean age of 40.7, the use of emotion-focused coping
strategies was less likely among younger subjects. In contrast to the above
findings, when examining coping among 100 community men and women
between the ages of 45-64, Folkman and Lazarus found no significant
relationship between age and choice of coping strategies. McCrae also
assessed the influence of age on the use of 28 coping mechanisms. The study
found that there were age-related differences in the coping strategies utilized. In
general, older individuals (aged 49-91) used more faith and less hostile reaction,
positive thinking, escapist fantasy, self-blame, withdrawal, and assessing blame
than did the younger individuals (aged 24-48).®°
Folkman, Lazarus, and Pimley followed up on the age variable by
investigating differences in coping strategies among two different age groups.
^®A.Billings and Rudolf Moos, “Coping , stress, and social resources
among adults with unipolar depression,” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology 46 (1984) :145.
^®Susan Folkman and Richard Lazarus , "An analysis of coping in a
middle-age community sample," Journal of Personality and Social Psychology.
21 (1984): 219-239.
®°Robert R. McCrae, “Age differences in the use of coping mechanisms,”
Jounal of Gerontology 37 (1982); 454-460.
^’Susan Folkman, Richard Lazarus, and Scott S.Pimley, “Age differences
in stress and coping processes,” Psychology and Aging 2 (1987): 171-181.
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The younger sample consisted of 75 married couples with an age range of
35-45. The older sample consisted of 141 individuals between the ages of 65
and 74. Results of the study indicated that the younger group used more
confrontive coping such as , “stood my ground and fought for what I wanted”
Also used was social support coping highlighted by the statement “accepted
sympathy and understanding from someone”. In the area of planful problem
solving , such as “made a plan of action and followed it”, the younger group
enaged in more problem focused coping. In contrast, the older group used more
accepting responsibility such as “realized I brought the problem on myself and
avoidance expressed by the statement “went on as if nothing had happened”.
The older group also used positive appraisal, highlighted by the statement
“found new faith”.
Socioeconomic Status
Various investigators have also examined the effects of socioeconomic
status on coping. Ilfeld found that in response to occupational stress, subjects
with higher income tended to use more problem-solving coping than subjects
with lower income. Billings also found a significant relationship between
socioeconomic status, years of education, and coping among a group of 132
college students. According to this study, better educated respondents were
Frederic W. Ilfeld, “Coping Styles of Chicago Adults” Journal of Human
Stress 6 (1980): 2-10.
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more likely to rely on problem-solving coping strategies and less likely to use
avoidance coping.
Gender
One of the most popular topics in the literature has been the study of the
effects that an individual’s sex has on their choice of coping strategies. Tanek
and Robbins examined the coping strategies of 65 college students in response
to academic pressures. ^ Results indicated that both men and women exhibited
similar levels of both problem-solving and social-support responses. Kandel also
investigated the gender differences of coping by exploring alcohol and drug use
among 80 men and women. The results of this study indicated that women
were more likely to cope using prescribed psychoactive drugs while men were
more likely to report using alcohol.
Other research has suggested that men and women tend to be quite
different in their use of both emotion-focused and problem-focused coping
strategies. For example, in a study of coping styles of 451 college students,
“ A. G. Billings and Rudolf Moos, “The role of coping responses and
social resources in attenuating the stress of life events,” Journal of Behavioral
Medicine 10 (1981): 157-189.
^ Richard Tanck and P.Robbins, “Assertiveness, locus of control, and
coping behaviors used to deminish tension,” Journal of Personality Assessment
43 (1993); 396-400.
^D. B. Kandel, “Drug and drinking behavior,” Annual Review of Sociology
1 (1980): 235-285.
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Sheppard found that in response to a particular stressor, such as situations
appraised as requiring acceptance, men were more prone to use problem-
focused coping strategies. ^ In a similar study, llfeld found that as a group,
women tended to seek outside help more and employed more rationalization and
avoidance coping strategies than men. Hamilton and Fagot provided
additional insight into gender differences and coping in their study of 90 male
and female undergraduates.^ Results of their study found no gender
differences in the coping strategies utilized.
Race
There has been some research which has focused on examining the
effects of race on coping. Billings found that out of a sample of 424 men and
women entering treatment for depression, blacks were less likely to use
information coping strategies (problem-solving).^ In contrast, Tyler examined
^Jeffrey M. Shepard, “Coping Styles, Stress, Gender, and Gender-Role
Identity” (Ph.D. diss., Colorado State University, 1994), 6447.
^^Frederic W. llfeld, “Coping Styles of Chicago Adults” Journal of Human
Stress 6 (1980): 2-10.
^ Susan Hamilton and Beverly I. Fagot, "Chronic Stress and Coping
Styles; A comparison of male and female undergraduates" Journal of Personality
andSocial Psychology. (1988), 819-823.
^®A.Billings and Rudolf Moos, “Coping , stress, and social resources
among adults with unipolar depression,” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology 46 (1984) :145.
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the relationship between race, locus of control, and coping styles. ^ The study
consisted of 32 white, and 33 black male and female factory workers ranging in
age from 50-79. The results suggested that as a group, black workers were just
as “actively planful copers” as white workers in response to stressful life events.
In another study of race and coping, Reeder and Heppner examined
personal problem solving activities of Black undergraduates (n=84). Results
of this study indicated no racial {Black versus White) or geographic differences
(urban versus rural) in the responses. The latest study concerning coping
strategies was conducted on a heterogeneous population of 160 Black and
White students. The two groups were compared using the variables of coping,
social support and daily hassles. Results indicated that coping strategies of both
groups were statistically similar among active problem solving, seeking social
support, and avoidance.
B. Tyler, “Individual Psychosocial Competence," Academic
Psychology Bulletin 4 (1984): 811-822.
'•’Bonita L. Reeder and Paul Hepner, “Personal Problem-Solving Activities
of Black University Students,” Journal of Multicultual Counseling and
Development 13 (1985): 154-163.
John Jung, “The relationship of daily hassles, social support, and




Researchers have paid significant attention to the impact that graduate
social work programs can have on stress levels of students. In one study of 82
graduate students, Richardson and Sands found that Master of Social Work
(MSW) students exhibited a higher percentage of stress symptoms when
compared to non-social work students."^ This result was attributed to the
administrative factors in the social work program which included “the
fragmented arrangement of having classes on two or three days and field
training on alternate days”.
In another study, Kramer reported that stress levels of MSW students
can be even higher when participating in a part-time program, which typically
requires extended hours on top of full work days. Other stressors identified by
Kramer included stressed family relationships, work, disruption of interpersonal
relationships, and lack of free time.
In a related study on stress and MSW students, Brennan and Black
suggested that stress can have an affect on participation in family obligations.'*^
"V Richardson and R. G. Sands, “Nontradional women students in social
work,” Journal of Continuing Social Work Education 5 (1990); 15-20.
Helen Kramer, "Comparative Stress Levels in Part-time and Full-Time
Social Work Programs,” Journal of Social Work Education 23 (1987); 74-80.
E. M. Brennan and E. A. Black, “On finding a workable balance; The
multiple roles of the part-time student,” Journal of Continuing Social Work
Education 3(1986)
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Fortune also investigated the effects of stress on 116 graduate social work
students. Results of her study indicated that older students experienced less
rather than greater stress than other students.'*®
In contrast, Munson surveyed 82 graduate social work students on their
perceived level of stress. Results of the study revealed low levels of physical
and psychological stress associated with graduate work. Furthermore, no major
differences were found by sex or marital status.
Coping Strategies and Master of Social Work Students
Because of the considerable stress that is experienced by MSW students,
researchers are now becoming interested in how this population copes. This fact
is confirmed by some studies examining the coping strategies of MSW students.
For example, Antinucci examined the coping strategies of 142 MSW students.
Results of the study indicated that 93% of the respondents reported that their
ability to cope with obtaining the MSW degree was “high”. In the same study,
coping strategies of MSW students were found to be either internally focused or
Anne E. Fortune, “Multiple Roles, Stress and Well-Being among MSW
students,” Journal of Social Work Education 3 (1987): 81-90.
Carlton E. Munson, “Stress among Graduate Social Work Students :
An Empirical Study,” Journal of Education for Social Work 20 (1984) ;20-29.
Madelyn K. Antinucci, “Career Change and MSW Students: Stress and
Coping Techniques” (MSW thesis., California State University, 1993,45-60.
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externally focused and dependent upon others. However, most strategies
identified were internal in nature.
In a related study, Briggs and Stephens found that MSW students coped
using problem solving skills and sought the support of friends and family in order
to reduce stress. Students also turned to each other for psychological support
which helped them to better comprehend the program, establish norms of
behavior to successfully mange the program’s demands, and deal with the power
differential between faculty and students.
Theoretical Framework
This study is based on a theory developed by Lazarus and his colleagues
over a number of years. The theory identifies two processes, cognitive
appraisal and coping, as critical mediators of stressful person-environment
relations and their immediate and long term outcomes.
Cognitive appraisal is a process through which the person evaluates
whether a particular encounter with the environment is relevant to his or her
well-being. In primary appraisal, the person evaluates whether he or she has
T. L. Briggs and D. E. Stanton , “Metamorphosis of mature women in
part-time education,” Journal of Continuing Social Work Education 5 (1990):
27-31.
Susan Folkman and Richard Lazarus, Stress Appraisal and Cooing ,
(New York : Spring Publishing Company, 1984): 30-35
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anything at stake in an encounter. For example, a person may subconsciously
ask him or herself if certain encounters will have positive or negative benefit. For
example, Is there potential harm or benefit to self-esteem? In secondary
appraisal, the person evaluates what if anything can be done to overcome or to
prevent harm or to improve the prospects for benefit. Various coping options are
evaluated, such as altering the situation, accepting it, seeking social support, or
holding back from acting impulsively in a counterproductive way . Primary and
secondary appraisals then converge to determine whether the person-
environment transaction has some significance to the individual.
The following terms will be used in the study on the coping strategies of
first year and second year MSW students.
Definition of Terms
Master of Social Work Students : first and second year students enrolled in
Clark Atlanta University School of Social Work.
Cooing Strategies: the way in which the student copes ; such as “trying to solve
the problem” ; seeking social support; and avoidance as measured by the
Coping Strategy Indicator.®’
James H. Amirkhan , "A factor analytically derived measure of coping :
The Coping Strategy Indicator", Journal of Personality and Social Psychology.
(1990), 59, 1066-1074.
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Problem-solving ; involves actively applying problem-solving skills ; such as
“trying to solve the problem" ; as measured by the Coping Strategy Indicator.^
Seeking social support: the behavior of “seeking out others” in order to adjust
to stressful situations ; as measured by Coping Strategy Indicator.®^
Avoidance : passive resistance to a problem ; such as : “daydreaming about
better times”, as measured by the Coping Strategy Indicator.®^
Statement of the Hypothesis
The following study seeks to investigate the following hypotheses :
H 1 : There is a statistical significant difference in the problem solving
coping strategies of first year and second year Master of Social
Work students.
H 2; There is a statistical significant difference in the social support
coping strategies of first year and second year Master of
Social Work students.
H 3: There is a statistical significant difference in the avoidance coping







This chapter presents the research design and instrument, setting of the
study, sampling, method of data collection, and statistical procedures used in the
study of coping among first and second year MSW students at Clark Atlanta
School of Social Work.
Research Design
For this study a correlational descriptive research design was followed
utilizing frequency distributions, percentages, mean averages, and t-tests .
Instrument
The instrument utilized was a questionnaire composed of two parts. Part I
was designed to obtain demographic information and the status of the student’s
graduate standing (first year or second year). Part II of the questionnaire was
comprised of the Coping Strategy Indicator developed by James Amirkhan.^ The
Coping Strategy Indicator is a 33-item scale to access coping. Respondents are
asked to think of a recent stressor and to rate on a 3-point scale the frequency
with which they used coping behaviors such as “tried to distract yourself from the
’ James H. Amirkhan, "A factor analytically derived measure of coping :
The Coping Strategy Indicator", Journal of Personality and Social Psychology.
(1990), 59, 1066-1074. 25
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problem,” “formed a plan of action,” and “let your feelings out to a friend.” Three
different coping strategies are identified by factor analysis : problem-solving,
seeking social support, and defensive avoidance. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
indicated high internal reliability for all CSI scales; .928 for Seeking Support,
.894 for Problem Solving, and .839 for Avoidance.
Site and Setting of the Study
The setting for this study was Clark Atlanta University School of Social
Work which is located less than two miles from the heart of the city of Atlanta. In
the immediate vicinity are five other institutions : Morehouse, Morehouse School
of Medicine, Spelman , Morris Brown and the Interdenominational Theological
Center. Clark Atlanta University School of Social Work is the oldest
predominately Black School of Social Work in the country. The School of Social
Work was founded in 1920 as the Atlanta School of Social Work. Membership
was granted in 1928 in the American Association of Schools Of Social Work. In
1947, the School became a part of the University Center. In 1952, the School
became a charter member of the Council of Social Work Education. Clark
Atlanta University was formed through the consolidation of Clark College and
Atlanta University in July 1988. The mission of the School is as follows:
“to educate creative, responsible social work professionals who are
committed to the search for solutions to the problems of poverty, sexism,
racism and other forms of oppression in society while preserving the
heritage of African American people. The School’s goal is to educate
competent social work practitioners and researchers who possess the
interest of individuals, small groups, families, and communities ; (2)
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promote social and institutional change to reflect economic and social
justice ; and (3) promote access to opportunities and resources through
empowerment of individuals, groups, families and communities.”
Sampling
To obtain a sample for this research, a nonprobability convenience
sample was utilized. This sample was composed of MSW students who were in
class on a Wednesday evening , availale to the researcher, and willing to
participate in the study. This sample was taken from the 1994-95 class of Clark
Atlanta School of Social Work which has a population of 165 students. ^ The
sample obtained consisted of 14 first year students and 17 second year
students . This sample represented 18.7 percent of the population.
Data Collection Procedure
Data was obtained by distributing questionnaires to two classes ;one first
year required course , Differential Policy Analysis, and one second year elective
course , African American Families. Before their respected classes, individuals
were asked if they would like to participate in a study on coping among Masters
of Social Work Students. Those who agreed to participate took 7-10 minutes to
complete the questionnaire. Twenty-nine responses were obtained in this
manner. Unfortunately, this method was not acceptable in all cases. Two other
^ Dr. Richard Lyle , Interim Dean of Clark Atlanta University School of
Social Work, interview by author, Telephone contact, Atlanta, Georgia,
4 April 1995
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questionnaires were completed by the participants after their respected classes
and returned to the researcher’s box located in the School of Social Work.
Data Analysis
Statistical analysis was done by computer with the use of the SPSS
program. Descriptive statistics, utilizing frequency distribution and mean
averages, were also used. A t-test was also utilized to determine differences of
coping among first and second year Master of Social Work students. Use of
preferred coping strategies of first and second year Master of Social Work
students was determined by adhering to the scoring scheme of the Coping
Strategy Indicator However, at the author’s request, only the sample items
with the highest correlation to the appropriate coping strategy will be discussed
in the study. These sample items are listed in the next chapter.
^ James H. Amirkhan , "A factor analytically derived measure of coping :




The primary purpose of this study was to identify the coping strategies of
first and second year MSW students.
Demographics
A sample of 31 Master of Social Work students from the Clark Atlanta
University School of Social Work was obtained. The following tables represent









The gender characteristics of the sample are depicted in Table 1. Table
1 shows that the majority of the respondents were primarily female, 80.6 percent.
Male respondents represented the remaining 19.8 percent of the sample.
Table 2. Age
(n=31)





‘indicates percentages not summing to 100% (four chose not to respond)
Table 2 above represents the ages of the respondents. The ages of the
participants ranged from 22-47 years, with nearly 63 percent between the ages
of 23 and 26, inclusively. Roughly 29 percent of the respondents fell between
the 28-35 year range, encompassing a spread of 8 chronological years. The
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remaining 7.4 percent fell between the ages of 46-47. The median age of the







As shown in Table 3 , a majority of the participants indicated that their
ethnicity was Black, 89.6 percent. The remaining of the respondents identified











The household income of the respondents are represented in Table 4
above. A majority of the respondents, 67.7 percent, had incomes ranging from
0 to 24,999. Another 12.9 percent had incomes in the 25-34,999 range. The
remaining participants, 18.9 percent, had incomes in the 35-60,000 range.
Educational Characteristics
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As seen in Table 5 below, over half of the respondents, 54.8 percent,
indicated that they were second year students. The remaining participants or
45.2 percent stated that they were first year students.
Table 5. Status of Graduate Education
(n=31)
Status Frequency Percentage
First Year 14 45.2
Second Year 17 54.8
Totals 31 100.0
Types of Problems
As shown in Table 6 on the following page, participants were asked to
think about a problem that was encountered in the last 6 months. Overall, a
majority of the sample ,51.5 percent, indicated that they were stressed by
deaths of loved ones, relationship problems , and financial troubles. About 9.7
percent of the respondents stated that they felt stressed by writing a thesis.
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Another 9.7 percent of the respondents indicated that car troubles were their
major problem. Three of the respondents, 6.5 percent, suggested that work was
a problem that caused them to worry. The remaining sample , 6.4 percent
collectively, indicated that their stressors were bad advice (3.2 percent) and
relocation (3.2 percent).
Table 6. Type of Problems





Car Troubles 3 9.7
Work 2 6.5
Bad Advice 1 3.2
Relocation 1 3.2
No Response 5 16.1
Totals 27 100.0
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The following questions were selected from the Problem Solving Scale of
the Coping Strategy Indicator because of their significant correlation with the
respective coping strategy.
Problem Solving Scale -Sample Items
In order to determine the problem solving strategies of the sample (n=31),
participants were asked to respond to the following queries by answering “a lot”,
“a little”, or “not at all”.
Table 7. “Tried to solve the problem”
(n=31) (reliability-.737)
Response Frequency Percentage
a lot 20 64.5
a little 9 29.0
not at all 2 6.5
Totals 31 100.0
When asked if they “tried to solve the problem”, a majority of the sample,
64.5 percent, reported their response as “a lot”. Twenty-nine percent responded
“a little”. The remaining participants, 6.5 percent, answered “not at all” in
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response to the problem solving question. The preceding information is
displayed in Table 7 .




a lot 19 61.3
a little 8 25.8
not at all 4 12.9
Total 31 100.0
Table 8 above indicates that when the participants were asked to respond
to the statement “tried to carefully plan a course of action, 61 percent (n=19) of
the sample indicated “a lot”. Twenty-five percent (n=8) answered “a little”. The
remaining participants, 12.9 percent (n=4) answered “not at all” in response to
the problem solving question.
Table 9. Brainstormed all possible solutions before deciding what to do
(n=31) (.682)
Responses Frequency Percent
a lot 18 58.1
a little 9 29.0
not at all 4 12.9
Total 31 100.0
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As seen in Table 9, 58.1 (n=18) of the respondents indicated “a lot in
response to the statement “brainstormed all possible solutions before deciding
what to do”. Twenty-nine percent (n=9) answered “a little. The remaining
participants , 12.9 percent (n=4) responded “not at all”.
Table 10. Set some goals for yourself to deal with the situation
(.635)
Responses Frequency Percent
a lot 16 51.6
a little 9 29.0
not at all 6 19.4
total 31 100.0
Table 10 indicates that a majority of the sample, 51.6 percent (n=16),
answered “a lot “ to the statement “set some goals for yourself to deal with the
situation”. Twenty-nine percent of the sample responded “a little”. The
remaining participants answered “not at all”.
Table 11. Tried different ways to solve the problem
(n=31) (.580)
Responses Frequency Percent
a lot 11 35.5
a little 16 51.6
not at all 4 12.9
Totals 31 100.0
38
As shown in Table 11, only 35.5 percent of the sample responded “a lot”
in response to the statement “tried different way to solve the problem”. The
majority of the sample, 51.6 percent (n=16) responded “a little”. The remaining
participants, 12.9 percent (n=4) responded “not at all”.
Seeking Social Support Scale-Sample Items
The following statements from the Social Support Scale of the Coping
Strategy Indicator were selected because of the significant correlation with their
respective coping strategy.
Table 12. Confided your fears and worries to a friend or relative
(n=31)(.744)
Responses Frequency Percent
a lot 13 41.9
a little 13 41.9
not at all 5 16.1
Totals 31 100.0
Table 12 above reflects the “confided your fears and worries to a friend or
relative. Just over 41 percent (n=13) responded “a lot”. Another 41.9 percent
(n=13) responded “a little”. The remaining participants, 16.1 percent (n=5)
responded “not at all”.
39
Table 13. Sought reassurance from those who know you best
(n=31)(.732)
Response Frequency Percent
a lot 14 45.2
a little 14 45.2
not at all 3 9.7
Totals 31 100.0
Table 13 above reflects the responses of the participants to the statement
“sought reassurance from those who know you best”. Over 45 percent of the
participants responded “a lot”. The same number of participants, 45.2 percent
responded “a little”. The remaining participants, 9.7 percent, responded “not at
all’.
Table 14. Talked to people about the situation because talking about it
(n=31) (.711) helped you to feel better.
Response Frequency Percent
a lot 10 32.3
a little 18 51.1
not at all 3 9.7
Totals 31 100.0
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Table 14 reflects the responses of the participants to the statement
“talked to people about the situation because talking about it helped you to feel
better. The majority of the participants, 51.1 percent, responded “a little”.
Roughly 32.3 of the participants percent responded “a lot”. The remaining
participants, 9.7 percent responded “not at all”.
Table 15. Accepted sympathy and understanding from friends who had the
(n=31) same problem (.635)
Response Frequency Percent
a lot 12 38.7
a little 17 54.8
not at all 2 6.5
Totals 31 100.0
Table 15 above indicates the responses of the participants to the
statement “accepted sympathy and understanding from friends who had the
same problem”. A majority of the participants, 54.8 percent, responded “a little”.
A smaller number, 38.7 percent, responded “a lot”. The remaining participants,
6.5 percent, responded “not at all” to the statement.
Table 16. Went to a friend for advise on how to change the situation
(n=31)(.609)
Response Frequency Percent
a lot 8 25.8
a little 16 51.6
not at all 7 22.6
Totals 31 100.0
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The results of Table 16 indicate that over half of the sample , 51.6
percent, responded “a little” to the statement “went to a friend for advise on how
to change the situation”. Roughly 25.8 percent of the participants responded
“a lot’. The remaining part of the sample, 22.6 percent, responded “not at all".
Avoidance Scale of the Cooina Strategy Indicator-Sample Items
The following items from the Avoidance Scale of the Coping Strategy
Indicator were selected because of the significant correlation with their
respective coping strategy.
Table 17. Avoided being with people in general
(n=31) (.643)
Response Frequency Percent
a lot 2 6.5
a little 15 48.4
not at all 14 45.2
Totals 31 100.0
In response to the statement “avoided being with people in general”
Table 17 shows that only 6.5 percent of the participants responded “a lot”.
Roughly 48.4 percent of the participants responded “a little”. The remaining
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participants . 45.2 percent responded “not at all”.
Table 18. Daydreamed about better times
(.637)
Response Frequency Percent
a lot 17 56.7
a little 11 35.5
not at all 8 9.7
Totals 31 100.0
Table 18 above indicates that over half of the respondents, 56.7 percent,
replied “a lot” to the statement “daydreamed about better times”. Roughly 35.5
percent of the participants responded “a little”. The remaining of the
participants, 9.7 responded “not at all”
Table 19. Wished that people would just leave you alone
(n=31) (.588)
Response Frequency Percent
a lot 9 29.0
a little 11 35.5
not at all 11 35.5
Totals 31 100.0
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Table 19 above indicates that only 29.0 percent of the sample responded
“a lot” to the statement “wished that people would just leave you alone”. Thirty-
five percent of the participants stated “a little”. The remaining participants, 35.5
percent. responded “not at all”.
Table 20. Identified with characters in novels and movies
(n=31) (.500)
Response Frequency Percent
a lot 4 12.9
a little 6 19.4
not at all 21 67.7
Totals 31 100.0
In response to the statement “identified with characters in novels and
movies”, Table 20 shows a majority of the participants, 67.7 percent,
responded “not at all”. Only 19.4 percent of the participants responded “a little.
The remaining participants, 12.9 percent, responded “a lot”.
Table 21. Watched television more than usual
(n=31) (.479)
Response Frequency Percent
a lot 9 29.0
a little 8 25.8
not at all 19 61.3
Totals 31 100.0
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In response to the statement, “watched television more than usual”,
Table 21 shows a majority of the participants, 61.3 percent, responded “not at
all”. Only 25.8 percent of the participants responded “a little”. The remaining
participants , 29.0 percent, responded “a lot”.
Comparisons of Coping Strategies of First and Second Year MSW Students
In order to determine any statistical differences in the coping strategies
utilized by first year and second year Master of Social Work students, a t-test
was computed for each scale of the Coping Strategy Indicator.
Table 22. T-Test Comparison of First and Second Year MSW Students
Problem Solving Scale
Status Mean SD t
First Year (n=14) 17.3846 6.449
CDCOi‘
Second Year (n=17) 18.1765 5.692
df=28
*Not significant at the .05 level
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The t-test comparison of first and second year Master of Social Work
students are shown in Table 22. Results of the t-test revealed that there is no
statistical difference in the problem solving strategies of the selected sample.
Statistical significance was calculated at the .05 alpha level with degrees of
freedom at 28.
Table 23. T-test Comparison of First year and Second year MSW students
(n=31) Seeking Social Support Scale
Status Mean SD t
First Year (n=14) 19.6429 4.551
.21 *
Second Year (n=17) 19.2941 4.620
df=29
* Not significant at the .05 level
The t-test comparison of first and second year Master of Social Work
students are shown in Table 23. Results of the t-test revealed that there is no
statistical difference in the seeking of social support among first and second
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Coping Strategy Indicator Scale-Graphic Representation of the Sample
The following scale will graphically represent the overall preferred coping
strategies of first and second year Master of Social Work students. First and
Second year MSW student’s coping strategies will be determined by the
problem solving , seeking social support, and avoidance scale. The total scores




Scale M=26.55 Scale yw=23.42 Scale n7=19.03
Figure 1. Coping Strategies of First and Second Year MSW
Student (n=31)
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Figure 1 represents the preferred coping strategies of First and
Second Year Master of Social Work students. The graph suggests that both first
and second year students rank among the average for utilizing problem solving
coping strategies. The graph also suggests that the MSW students scored
slightly above average for seeking social support (25.35 vs. 23.42). The
avoidance scale indicates that the MSW students are slightly above average in





Figure 2. Coping Strategies Of First Year MSW students (n=14)
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Figure 2 indicates that first year Master of Social Work students utilize
problem solving skills on average with scale norms. First year students also
utilized slightly above average social support coping strategies
(24.7 vs. 23.42). First year student also scored in the average range for the use




Figure 3. Coping Strategies of Second Year MSW Students {n=i7)
Figure 3 indicates the preferred coping strategies of second year MSW
students. The findings suggest that second year MSW students utilized above
average social support coping strategies (26.0 vs. 23.42). Second year students
also utilized above average avoidance coping strategies
(22.11 vs. 19.03). In the area of problem solving , the finding suggest that
second year MSW students utilized below average coping strategies.
CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
The students who participated in this study were predominately female
and black. The median age of the sample was 27 years. Nearly two-thirds of the
students had incomes ranging from 0 to 24,999. Over one half of the
participants, 54.8 percent, identified their graduate status as second year
students.
Most of the stressors identified by the sample were of an interpersonal
nature, ranging from relationship and financial problems , to bereavement and
everyday car troubles.
The results of this study suggest that first and second year Master of
Social Work students utilized an average amount of positive coping strategies
such as problem solving and seeking social support. Results also indicated that
first and second year Master of Social Work students utilized average amounts
of avoidance coping. However, mean variances of the sample did suggest that
on average second year students may cope using more social support strategies
(emotion focused) than their first year counterparts {M =26.00 vs. 24.71 ).
Second year Master of Social Work students also appeared to utilize more
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avoidance coping strategies when compared with first year students. {M=22A^
vs. 19.21)
These findings seem to support past research which suggested that Master of
Social Work students utilized more social support coping strategies than
problems solving. ^
Despite the differences of coping strategies highlighted by the Coping
Strategy Indicator, statistical results revealed no significant statistical
differences among the overall coping strategies of first and second year Master
of Social Work Students.
The first hypothesis , there is a significant statistical difference in the
problem solving coping of first and second year Master of Social Work students
was not supported by the results. The second hypothesis , there is a statistical
significant difference in the seeking of social support was also not supported by
the results of the study. Finally , the third hypothesis , there is a statistical
significant difference in the avoidance coping strategies of first and second year
Master of Social Work students was also not supported by the results.
Limitations of the Study
This study was limited to only 31 Master of Social Work Students of a
private, predominately Black institution of higher learning located in Atlanta. Ga.
^ Madelyn K. Antinucci, “Career Change and MSW Students: Stress and
Coping Techniques” (MSW thesis., California State University, 1993,45-60
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This sample represented only 18 percent of the population of Clark Atlanta
University School of Social Work. The findings cannot be generalized to other
Schools of Social Work because of the small sample size. This study was also
limited because full-time and part-time participation in the Master of Social Work
Program was not compared . Furthermore, variables such as
age , gender, race , income , and marital status were not controlled and tested
for possible influences on coping strategies.
Research Directions
In terms of research, more needs to be done to further explore possible
effects of demographic influences on the selection of coping strategies. This
study merely addressed coping strategies among two variables, first and second
year Master of Social Work students. A larger sample size as well as
correlations among variables such as age. gender, race, income , marital status,
and full or part-time program status would bring extensive knowledge to the
social work profession.
CHAPTER 6
IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE
How individuals cope and the strategies that they utilize can be very
important when dealing with the stressors of everyday life. As students in the
school of social work become more cognizant of stress that they encounter,
knowledge of coping strategies should enable them to utilize those strategies
which are more positive ; such as problem solving and seeking social support.
By becoming more aware of these strategies, Master of Social Work
students not only help enrich their own well-being, but place themselves in a
better position to assist others.
As a result of this study, social work educators should be better informed
about how their students cope. Social work educators should also recognize that
the promotion of positive coping strategies not only lessens stress but improves
the learning experience.
An awareness of different types of strategies, both positive and negative,
can lead to the development of policies and programs to enhance student well¬
being. For example , the establishment of self-help groups could be beneficial to
both student and faculty to facilitate better understanding of the coping process.
Another possible program that could be established is the creation of
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opportunities for second year students to share their experiences with those just
beginning graduate study. Through these meetings, students could be instructed





SEX: □ Male □ Female
AGE:
HOUSEHOLD INCOME:
□ Less Than $15,000 O $25,000 to $34,999 □ $45,000 to $60,000
□ $15,000 to $24,999 □ $35,000 to $49,999 □ Greater than $60,000
NUMBER OF PERSONS IN HOUSEHOLD:




We are interested in how people cope with the problems and troubles in their lives.
Listed below are several possibleways of coping.Wewould like you to indicate towhat
extent you, yourself, used each of these coping methods. All of your responses will
remain anonymous.
Try to think of one problem you have encountered in the last six months or so. This
should be a problem that was important to you, and that caused you to worry (anything
from the loss of a loved one to a traffic citation, but one that was important to you).
Please describe this problem in a few words (remember, your answer will be kept
anonymous):
With this problem in mind, indicate how you coped by checking the appropriate box for
each coping behavior listed on the following pages. Answer each and every question
even though some may sound similar.
Did you remember to write down your problem? If not, please do so before going on.
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Keeping that stressful event in mind, indicate to what extent you. .
1. Let your feelings out to a friend? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
2. Rearranged things around you so that your
problem had the best chance of being resolved? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
3. Brainstormed all possible solutions before
deciding what to do? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at ail
4. Tried to distract yourself from the problem? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
5. Accepted sympathy and understanding from
someone? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
6. Did all you could to keep others from seeing
how bad things really were? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
7. Talked to people about the situation because
talking about it helped you to feel better? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
8. Set some goals for yourself to deal with the
situation? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
9. Weighed your options very carefully? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
10. Daydreamed about better times? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
11. Tried different ways to solve the problem
until you found one that worked? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
12. Confided your fears and worries to a friend
or relative? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
13. Spent more time than usual alone? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
14. Told people about the situation because just
talking about it helped you to come up with
solutions? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
15. Thought about what needed to be done to
straighten things out? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
16. Turned your full attention to solving the
problem? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
17. Formed a plan of action in your mind? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
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18. Watched television more than usual? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
19. Went to someone (friend or professional) in
order to help you feel better? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
20. Stood firm and fought forwhat youwanted in
the situation? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
21. Avoided being with people in general? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
22. Buried yourself in a hobby or sports activity
to avoid the problem? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
23. Went to friend to help you feel better about
the problem? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
24. Went to a friend for advice on how to change
the situation? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
25. Accepted sympathy and understanding from
friends who had the same problem? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
26. Slept more than'usual? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
27. Fantasized about how things could have
been different? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at ail
28. Identified with characters in novels ormovies? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
29. Tried to solve the problem? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
30. Wished that people would just leave you
alone? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
31. Accepted help from a friend or relative? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
32. Sought reassurance from those who
know you best? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
33. Tried to carefully plan a course of action
rather than acting on impluse? □ A lot □ A little □ Not at all
You may STOP here.
Thank you for your cooperation!
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